VOTERS AND ISSUES:

A Different Backdrop than 2004
L ess than a fortnight ago, E.J. Dionne wrote an intriguing column in The Washington Post about the movement leftward within the electorate on issues ranging from comprehensive health care to the Iraq war. Positions recently considered risky, Dionne argued, are now safe to promote.
That, in turn, has created a more moderate environment for the 2008 campaign than existed four years ago, when clear-throated opposition to the Iraq war was considered politically dangerous and a ban on gay marriage drew unquestioned support.
It is a plausible argument, and from this vantage point, one that began in earnest with the 2006 midterm election. Not only was the last election a good one for Democrats, but also for some of the major issues that they champion.
An increase in the minimum wage passed in all six states it was on the ballot. A strict abortion law was conspicuously rejected by voters in Republican South Dakota. And stem cell research was approved in the bellwether state of Missouri.
At the same time, the galvanizing issue of social conservatives in recent years -a ban on gay marriage -showed signs last year of losing steam. The issue had a "mom and apple pie" look to it in 2004, when it was successfully used by Republican strategists to closely link social conservatives to the reelection campaign of President George W. Bush.
Eleven states voted on the gay marriage ban in November 2004. Eleven states passed it, including the critical battleground state of Ohio. There, overwhelming support for the gay marriage ban was credited with helping pull Bush to victory in a state that was vital to his reelection.
In November 2006, the gay marriage ban was on the ballot in eight states. But it did not fare as well as it had two years earlier. It lost outright in one state (Arizona) and drew less than 60% support in four others. Among them: Colorado and Virginia, two states that in recent years have been moving away from knee-jerk Republicanism to battleground status.
To be sure, ballot measures often do not command the attention of a hot gubernatorial or Senate race. In many states, they are the last items on the ballot. And oftentimes, there can be an eclectic array of issues for voters to consider, some of them worded simply, others put in language so dense that they resemble a legal document.
Still, ballot measures offer the chance for direct voter input on issues that goes beyond the vagaries of poll taking. And the results help us gauge the nation's political pulse.
Law and Order Still Sells
N ot all the news is good for Democrats when looking at the results from last fall's ballot measures. Some issues that Republicans have traditionally run on did quite well in Democratic strongholds. Voters in Michigan, for instance, approved a ban on state affirmative action
A Sampling of November 2006 Ballot Measures
Not only did voters get to choose candidates for a variety of offices in 2006, but in a number of states they were also able to vote on ballot measures as well. These ran the gamut from curtailing abortion to increasing the minimum wage from the existing base at the time of $5.15 per hour. The results below are from 2006 ballot measures on a sampling of "hot button" issues and are based on official returns. The winning percentage is highlighted in BOLD type.
ABORTION
Yes No
Calif. -waiting period and parental notification before termination of a minor's pregnancy 46% 54%
Ore. -waiting period and parental notification before termination of minor's pregnancy 45% 55%
S.D. -rescind legislation banning abortion in virtually all cases 44% 56%
AFFIRMATIVE ACTION Yes No
Mich. -ban affirmative action programs in public employment, education and contracting 58% 42%
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT Yes No
Ariz. -award at least $1 million every 2 years to a voter chosen in random drawing 33% 67%
DEATH PENALTY Yes No
Wis. -establish death penalty for first-degree murder supported by DNA evidence (advisory vote) 56% 44%
GAY MARRIAGE BAN Yes No
Ariz. -also prohibit recognition of any legal status for unmarried persons that is similar to marriage 48% 52%
Colo. 55% 45% Idaho 63% 37% S.C. -also prohibit recognition of any other domestic union 78% 22%
S.D. -also prohibit recognition of civil unions or other domestic partnerships, regardless of sex 52% 48%
Tenn.
81% 19%
Va. -also prohibit recognition of any legal status for unmarried persons that is similar to marriage 57% 43%
Wis. -also prohibit recognition of any legal status for unmarried persons that is similar to marriage 59% 41%
IMMIGRATION
Yes No
Ariz. -declare English as state's official language and require official actions be conducted in English 74% 26%
Colo. -demand federal government enforce existing federal immigration laws 56% 44%
MARIJUANA
Yes No
Colo. -decriminalize possession of 1 ounce or less of marijuana by those at least age 21 41% 59%
Nev. -decriminalize possession of 1 ounce or less of marijuana by those at least age 21 44% 56%
S.D. -allow access to small amounts of marijuana for specified medical purposes 48% 52%
MINIMUM WAGE Yes No
Ariz. It passed in all 36 districts, yet the aggregate tally revealed a surprisingly large "no" vote for the famously liberal (at least by reputation) Bay State. Overall, the antiwar position prevailed 62% to 38% among the nearly 480,000 voters who expressed a preference, with another 75,000 voters skipping over the measure and leaving their ballots blank on the Iraq question.
Variations in Vote on Gay Marriage Ban
75%- - - - - 70%- - - - - 65%- - - - - 60%- - - - - 55%- - - - -
Gay Marriage Redux
I
f there is one issue, though, that illustrates the change in the political landscape from 2004, it is gay marriage. The issue took on a high profile after the Massachusetts supreme court voted in 2003 to allow same-sex marriages within the state. The following year, more than a dozen states had measures to ban gay marriage on their primary or general election ballot, as the issue quickly became the rallying cry of social conservatives.
But that may very well have been the high-water mark for the controversial issue. Since 2004, opposition to the ballot measure has broken out of its initial beachheads in liberal academic and resort communities to encompass more populous mainstream areas.
Last fall, the gay marriage ban was rejected in Arizona's most populous county, Maricopa (Phoenix); Colorado's most populous county, Denver; and Virginia's most populous jurisdiction, suburban Fairfax County outside Washington, D.C. As well, the vote on the gay marriage ban was virtually even in Idaho's most populous county, Ada (Boise) -with population figures in all these instances based on the 2000 census.
Opposition appeared much more visible and active in 2006 than was the case two years earlier.
In suburban Northern Virginia, for example, the ban was portrayed as undermining the region's wellpublicized sense of diversity and a threat to its prosperous business climate.
In Arizona, sponsors of the ban probably overreached by adding language to the measure that would have prohibited government agencies from recognizing civil unions or domestic partnerships, even among those of the opposite sex. As a result, the measure met resistance among Arizona's large number of retirees, many of whom have established close relationships without marriage.
For the first time, racial minority groups also began to vote conspicuously against the gay marriage ban in 2006. In Virginia, the heavily African-American cities of Petersburg and Richmond cast roughly two-thirds of their vote against the ban. So too did nearly two-thirds of the voters in Shannon Co., S.D., which boasts the nation's highest share of Native Americans. And in Arizona's Hispanic-majority Santa Cruz Co., a clear majority of voters registered their opposition to the ban on same-sex marriage.
Maybe more troublesome for Republicans, though, is the way the issue has illustrated the divide between two vital parts of the GOP electoral coalition. In the highly religious South, support for the gay marriage ban has been far higher than in any other region of the country, reaching its apex in states of the Deep South's Bible belt.
On the other hand, attitudes toward personal lifestyle are often far more secular and libertarian in the Republican-leaning states of the High Plains and Mountain West. There, the necessity of constitutionally underwriting same-sex marriage is seen as much less compelling. It is not surprising that in recent elections, this region of the country has seen the Democrats score some of their most visible gains.
So far, none of the major Democratic presidential candidates have endorsed gay marriage. They have tended to embrace safer issues, such as a hike in the minimum wage. In a bid to embellish his credentials as the Democrats' working-class candidate, John Edwards stumped for the minimum wage ballot measures in 2006.
But the ability of candidates to soft pedal the tough issues may be coming to an end. There is the chance that the California primary next Feb. 5 will not only include the field of presidential candidates, but also a plethora of significant ballot measures that they would be forced to discuss -the most notable, the first ever statewide vote on the immediate withdrawal of U.S. troops from Iraq. It could happen, making California not only the biggest delegate prize on "Super-Duper Tuesday," but a place where future government policy is fashioned.
Tentative 2008 Presidential Primary, Caucus Calendar
The huge Super Tuesday cross-country votefest on Feb. 5 continues to expand, with Illinois the latest big addition. But there are also states that are settling for a later date on the calendar, hoping there will still be a race in at least in one of the parties after Feb. 5 that will give their event special importance. 
